





Tal | fe S C u e (Lolium arundinaceum) is among

the most common cool-season pasture grasses in the United States
(Fig. 1) and is widely grown in other countries with temperate cli-
mates. In the U.S,, nearly all tall fescue pastures planted before
1980 are infected with Neotyphodium coenophialum, a micro-
scopic fungus>?! (Fig. 2). This fungus is commonly referred to
simply as “the endophyte,” because it grows inside (“endo”) the
plant (“phyte”). The common strain of this fungus produces toxins
called ergot alkaloids, such as ergovaline. These ergot alkaloids
cause fescue toxicosis, a severe livestock disorder that costs U.S.
livestock producers up to $1 billion each year.

At present, there is no cure for fescue toxicosis. There are, how-
ever, proven management strategies that avoid or lessen the effect
of toxicosis. One strategy is the replacement of toxic tall fescue
with cultivars that are endophyte-free or contain nontoxic endo-
phytes. Other strategies involve management of toxic tall fescue
pastures by a series of practices that limit the amount of toxin that
is ingested by the animal.

This guide describes fescue toxicosis as it occurs in ruminant live-
stock and horses and offers recommendations for management.
The recommendations in this guide are based on data from con-
trolled experiments. Because this is a guide and not an exhaustive
review, recommendations are supported by one or two representa-
tive citations only.

Fescue Toxicosis

Fescue toxicosis is most easily recognized by grotesque symptoms,
such as fescue foot in cattle!044 (Fig. 3). Toxicosis is also seen in
cattle that fail to shed their winter coats in the summer and display a
shaggy, unkempt appearance (Fig. 4). Some of the most serious symp-
toms of tall fescue toxicosis, however, are not readily apparent. These

Fig. 1. (A) A stand of tall fescue 18 inches high, with (B)
a close-up view of its seedhead (B). (Photos by Robert
Kallenbach and Greg Bishop-Hurley.)

Fig. 2. The tall fescue endophyte (Neotyphodium
coenophialum) in the tiller (left) and seed (right) as
seen in a microscope. (Tiller photo by Nicholas Hill;
seed photo by Craig Roberts.)

Fig. 3. Fescue foot in cattle. Toxic
tall fescue can restrict blood fow
to the extremities, which may
result in hoof loss, particularly
during cold weather. (Photo by
George Garner.)
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